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sequence of the widening of the market. The English cloth
industry produced largely for export, and diplomatic quarrels
between England and various continental countries often inter-
rupted the export trade. Notable crises of this kind occurred
in 15283 15865 and 1620. Shakespeare had undoubtedly been
an eyewitness of the situation he describes in Henry VIII:

The clothiers all, not able to maintain
The many to them 'longing, have put off
The spinsters, carders, fullers, weavers, who,
Unfit for other life, compell'd by hunger
And lack of other means, in desperate manner
Daring the event to the teeth, are all in uproar,
And danger serves among them.1

It is often assumed that, in such emergencies, the domestic
worker had agriculture to fall back on as an alternative em-
ployment, but this is only true in a limited sense. It applies,
if it applies at all, to the makers of rough fabrics. The weavers
who produced fine cloths had become, as Shakespeare says,
'unfit for other life'. They had no agricultural holdings, nor
did their occupation suit them physically for temporary work
in the fields. In their case, the worker had to share with his
employer the loss incurred by long periods of slack trade.

To complete this description of the domestic worker's circum-
stances, it is necessary to add that he worked long hours, 14 to
16 hours daily, and that he started work at an early age.
Children of four or five were employed to fetch bobbins, to
wind or 'quill' yarn, and carry through preparatory processes
like carding and scribbling. Child labour, like long hours, was
not an evil created by the factory system. Indeed, the child
workers in factories seem to have been better paid and to have
had shorter hours than those who worked for their parents
under the domestic system. For the adult workman, the one
advantage which the domestic system assured him was his
liberty. He had no foreman standing over him; he could whistle
or sing at his work; and he could adjust his hours as he pleased.
This industrial liberty was a very precious possession. When

1 Act I, sc. ii.